INTRODUCTION
The participation rates in National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) sports have shown a steady and continual climb over the past three decades and are at an all-time high for both male and female student-athletes (NCAA, 2016b) . According to the recent NCAA Sports Sponsorship and Participation Rates Report, there were a total of 482,533 student-athletes competing in 24 sports at the Division I, II, and III, with the number of teams competing in NCAA championship sponsored sports continued to rise to a record of 19,326 during 2014-15 academic year (NCAA, 2015) . Considering the ever-increasing number of collegiate student-athletes, they are an important part of higher education and intercollegiate athletics are an essential aspect of American culture (Upthegrove, Roscigno, & Charles, 1999).
The NCAA Sports Sponsorship and Participation Rates Report also revealed that men's and women's indoor and outdoor track and field was in the top five for participation rates in 2014-15 as shown in Tables 1 and 2 (NCAA, 2015 ). For instance, women's outdoor track and field has had the most female student-athletes in the NCAA than any other women's sport since the NCAA started collecting this data in 1981-82. Also, women's indoor track and field had the third highest participation rates after soccer in 2014-15. Additionally, men's outdoor track and field had the third highest and men's indoor track and field had fourth highest participation after football and baseball in 2014-15 (NCAA, 2015) . Furthermore, the NCAA women's sports that added the highest number of female teams in 2014-15 was outdoor track and field and lacrosse with 31 new teams in each, followed by indoor track and field with 21 new teams. The men's sport that added the highest number of male teams in 2014-15 was outdoor indoor track and field with 29 new teams. The men's sport that has been added the most since 1981-82 is indoor track and field with 504 new teams (NCAA, 2015) . The substantial increase in the number of new teams for both NCAA female and male track and field has created more competition and pressure on NCAA athletic programs recruiting quality track and field athletes. The success of collegiate athletic teams can positively influence institutional academic reputation (Stinson & Howard, 2007) , donations from alumnae and local boosters (Stinson & Howard, 2004; Tucker, 2004) , admission applications (Toma & Cross, 1998) , and revenues from television coverage (Fulks, 2000) . Consequently, the desire to create winning teams has become a phenomenon in intercollegiate athletics. Recruitment of top caliber athletes is vital to the success of any inter collegiate athletic programs. As intercollegiate athletic programs increase their recruitment efforts to attract top student-athletes, it has become increasingly important to understand why student-athletes select one institution over another. Therefore, it is essential that those involved in the recruitment of student-athletes understand the factors influencing the college choice decisions of student-athletes. A better understanding of factors influencing this selection process will aid intercollegiate athletic programs in recruiting and retaining the highest caliber athletes possible. Prospective student-athletes are drawn to colleges and universities for a variety of reasons. There is a complexity of influences present in a student-athlete's college selection process. The overall body of published literature regarding factors influencing a student-athlete's college selection process is limited but continues to grow. Factors that appear to have the most influence in an athlete's choice of which college or university to attend include (a) academics (Bukowski, 1995 Due to the differences in the rank order of importance of college choice factors, and the difference between sport and divisions there is a need to examine how NCAA Division II track and field athletes choose their institution. In addition, the majority of prior studies on college choice factors have utilized athletes at NCAA Division I universities. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the factors influencing the college choice decisions of NCAA Division II elite track and field athletes across the United States.
Table1. Women's Top Five Highest Participation Sports

THE RECRUITMENT OF STUDENT-ATHLETES AT NCAA DIVISION II
During the 2016-17 academic year, there are currently 307 colleges and universities classified as NCAA Division II competing in 24 conferences while additional 13 schools are going through a process of getting the membership (NCAA, 2016c). In order to attract student-athletes to Division II programs, recruiters need to better understand the influencing factors involved in the athlete's college choice and Division II institutions must effectively market and promote their academic and athletic programs to prospective student-athletes in the efforts to distinguish themselves against their competition: Division I and Division III. Established as the compromise among Division I and Division III, Division II appeals to studentathletes as a distinct medium that embodies the assets of both levels. For example, Division II athletes miss fewer classes and play most of their contests close to home due to an emphasis on regional opportunity for approximately every seven student-athletes (NCAA, 2016c). The academic and athletic balance found in Division II has led to 95% of Division II student-athletes stating that they would recommend Division II to prospective student-athletes and consistently graduated at rates higher than their student body counterparts (NCAA, 2016c). With both the rapid advancement and necessity of recruiting, intercollegiate coaches have acknowledged recruiting as the most difficult aspect of their jobs (Smith, 2005) . Recruiting strategies practiced are constantly changing and the need for innovative methods is crucial for the recruitment and retention of student-athletes. To recruit, secure, and retain elite athletes at the Division II level, sound recruiting mechanisms must constantly be updated and refined. The intense and crucial nature of recruiting produces the need for an essential understanding of the influential college choice factors among student-athletes (Gabert, Hale, & Montalvo, 1999) . To successfully promote Division II institutions to elite athletes, the many influences that underlie the college selection process need analysis and clarity. While recruiting methods continue to acquire constant updates and refinement, Division II institutions must effectively promote themselves to target top athletes. The college selection process of prospective student-athletes depends on several influencing factors. The complexity and reasoning behind these influences has long sparked the interest of college recruiters, coaches, admissions representatives, and colleges and universities as a whole.
IDENTIFIED COLLEGE SELECTION FACTORS AMONG STUDENT-ATHLETES
Some recent studies indicated that prospective student-athletes are drawn to colleges and universities for a variety of reasons. Previous research emphasizes the similarities, differences, and the complexity of influences present in a student-athletes' college choice process. The research consistently demonstrated the importance of both academic and athletic factors in the college choice decision. A number of previous research studies have revealed the most influential factor in the college selection process of student-athletes as the degree program offered ( In Kankey and Quarterman's (2007) study, the top five college choice factors in rank order as availability of major/academic program, head coach, career opportunities after graduation, social atmosphere of the team, and amount of financial aid in their study of 196 NCAA Division I softball players. Moreover, Letawsky et al. (2005) found similar results from 126 first-year student-athletes enrolled at an NCAA Division I middle-sized University and found the top five most influencing factors in rank order were degree program options, head coach, academic support services, community, and the school's sports traditions. Interestingly, Pauline (2012) found that top five college choice influencing factors in rank order were academic program or major, academic reputation, career opportunities after graduation, overall reputation of the university, and social atmosphere of the team, with investigating 982 first-year male and female soccer players from Division I, II, and III.
Earlier research conducted by Gabert et al. (1999) revealed that the most influential factors in the college selection process of student-athletes were head coach, location of school, opportunity to play, degree programs, and academic support services in their study of 246 freshmen from five southern universities. The study also found that Division I student-athletes viewed academic support services as the most important factor while Division II student-athletes considered location of school as the top factor. Division III student-athletes chose head coach as the most important factor. Also, Bouldin et al. (2004) found that the five most influential factors in the college selection process were the opportunity to play, impression made by the head coach, desire to play for a winning team, reputation of the head coach, and percentage of scholarship offered in their sample of 98 Division I baseball players. Additionally, an exploratory means-end theory study conducted by Klenosky et al. (2001) revealed that the five most important factors were the coaches and coaching staff, schedule, facilities, open spot, and location in their study of 27 NCAA Division I football players. Furthermore, Crowley (2011) conducted a study to identify college choice factors using 385 male and female track and field student-athletes from 34 teams of NCAA Division I Historically Black Colleges and Universities and found the top factors to be opportunity to play, degree program, academic support, college head coach, and location of school.
Comparing across all three divisions, academic factors have been found to be the most important for all divisions while Division I and II student-athletes perceived coaching factor was significantly more important than Division III (Pauline, 2012) . Findings from previous investigations involving NCAA Division III athletes have found academic factors to have the most impact on their college selection (Bukowski, 1995; Pauline, 2010). The importance of academics is consistent with the NCAA Division III philosophy (NCAA, 2016a). While many NCAA Division I student-athletes do value academics, almost two of every three NCAA Division I student-athletes consider themselves more as athletes than as students (Wieberg, 2008) . Vermillion and Spears (2012) found the most important choice factor to be the coaching staff from student-athlete respondents from all sports funded by a Division I athletic department at an urban university. This perception of NCAA Division I student-athletes to consider themselves more as athletes than students is also consistent with the NCAA Division I athletic programs philosophy (NCAA, 2016a). Gabert et al. (1999) discovered that male and female student-athletes' choice of school was influenced in similar ways. Precisely, both males and females chose the head coach as the top influential factor and the opportunity to play as the third most important factor. Also notable was that of the top five factors, only two out of the five were related to athletic participation. Similarly, Goss et al. (2006) found that slight gender differences existed in the top factors influencing the college choice decision. Among the top five factors noted with males and females, males chose the most important factor as head coach while females chose degree programs. Letawsky et al. (2005) discovered that males chose degree program options as the most significant factor, while females chose academic support services. Both males and females indicated the same top four factors, but in a different order of influence. Interestingly, three of the top five factors indicated by males were related to campus environment and two were related to athletics. In opposition, females only indicated that one of the top five factors was related to athletics (head coach). Lastly, Pauline (2012) compared firstyear male and female student-athletes from the same sport across three NCAA division. Pauline (2012) found that academic factors were most important to first-year male and female soccer players across all three NCAA divisions. However, there were significant differences between male and female soccer players among major categories of the survey. Athletic and coaching factors were viewed as more influential in the college selection process for male soccer players than female players. This result somewhat aligns with the findings Pauline (2010) who also found males to report coaches and endorse athletic factors as more a more important factor than females. While minor gender differences existed in the most influential factors indicated, the similarities found among genders were more prevalent. The determination of gender differences in college selection factors is important to understand so coaches can tailor their recruiting practices according to gender.
GENDER COMPARISON
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
A theoretical framework regarding the decision-making process of college student-athletes by specific sport teams has not yet been established. As a result, the conceptual framework for this investigation was guided by a decision-making model developed by Hossler and Gallagher (1987) . Hossler and Gallagher's model is composed of three stages that individuals progress through during the college selection process (predisposition, search, and choice). The first stage, predisposition, focuses on characteristics of the students (e.g., family background, academic performance, peer group, extracurricular high school experiences) and whether or not they wish to continue their formal education beyond high school or pursue other options. The second stage, search, involves the search process and the way that students and institutions seek out each other. During this stage, students narrow their institution options and evaluate whether attending college is the right fit based upon the attributes and values they feel to be most important. Students also begin to explore as well as eliminate their options of colleges and universities by engaging in many interactions with various institutions. The third stage, choice stage, focuses on the choice process where students take the information they have gathered from the search phase and then make a decision on which school to The survey was divided into three sections: 1) college selection factors, 2) additional information and 3) demographic information. Section one contained 24 college selection factors such as degree program offered, head coach and coaching staff, location of school, and size of school. Participants were asked to rank these factors using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (No Influence) to 5 (Very High Influence). Section two provided an area to list other factors of influence not mentioned in section one. Section three included demographic information such as name of college, age, gender, ethnicity, primary event, athletic and financial aid, and All-American status.
Procedures
Approval was first obtained from the university institutional review board to conduct this study. Next, permission was obtained permission from the NCAA to collect data at the NCAA Division II Indoor Track and Field Championships. The athletic director introduced the researcher at the coaches' meeting. The researcher described the purpose of the study, instructions, the voluntary nature, consent, and confidentiality. Data for this study was collected at the student-athlete banquet on the evening prior to competition at the 2008 NCAA Division II Indoor Track and Field Championships. Surveys were distributed to one representative from each school in a sealed survey package. A coaches' consent form and cover letter were included in the survey package explaining the procedures, voluntary participation, confidentiality, benefits, and that each participating athlete was at least 18 years of age. Athletes completed the surveys on a voluntary and anonymous basis and immediately returned the surveys in the sealed envelope. Completed surveys were collected by the researcher at the conclusion of the banquet.
Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistics (percentages, frequency distributions, means, ranges, and standard deviations) were utilized to describe the demographic characteristics of the participants. Initially the internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) of the modified SACCPS instrument was examined to ensure that it is reliable for the present sample. Nunnally and Bernstein's (1994) recommended alpha value of .70 was used to evaluate the internal consistency of the instrument. Means and standard deviations were utilized to compare factors influencing college choice decisions. Additionally, t-tests were conducted to determine significant differences in college choice factors by gender. Statistical significance was accepted at an alpha level of p<.05.
RESULTS
A total of 320 completed surveys were used for data analysis for a return rate of 80%. The respondents consisted of 162 (50.6%) men and 158 (49.4%) women who ranged in age from 18-27 years (M = 21.08, SD = 1.66). Respondents highly represented the North Central (27.8%), South Central (21.6%), and Great Lakes (17.8%) regions. At the time of the study, 287 (89.7%) respondents were athletic scholarship recipients. In addition, there were 180 (56.3%) respondents who considered attending a Division I institution and 42 (13.1%) who considered attending a Division III institution.
As shown in Table 3 , the five most influential factors in the college selection process were the opportunity to compete (M = 4.30), head coach and coaching staff (M = 3.92), athletic scholarship (M = 3.72), degree programs offered (M = 3.64), and athletic team atmosphere (M = 3.47). Of these five factors, four were directly related to athletics while one was related to academics. For females, the top five factors were opportunity to compete (M = 4.31), head coach and coaching staff (M = 3.90), degree programs offered (M = 3.89), athletic scholarship (M = 3.87), and cost of tuition (M = 3.63). Of these factors, three were related to athletics whereas two were related to academics. Four factors indicated by males paralleled those for females, but in a different order of importance. For males, the top five factors were opportunity to compete (M = 4.28), head coach and coaching staff (M = 3.94), athletic scholarship (M = 3.59), degree programs offered (M = 3.40), and history of athletic program (M = 3.33). Of these factors, four were related to athletics whereas only one was related to academics.
Table3. College Selection Factors
Of the 24 influential college selection factors, significant gender differences were found among 11 factors. Females ranked the importance of all 11 factors higher in relation to males. As shown in Table 1 , the factors with a significant difference were: degree programs offered, size of school, academic support services, on campus dorms, unofficial campus visit, family members, athletic team atmosphere, cost of tuition, community, and campus social life. Only two of these factors (degree program offered and athletic team atmosphere) were found in the overall top five most important factors.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The results of this study indicated that the most important factor involved in the college selection process of NCAA Division II elite track and field athletes was the opportunity to compete. Coaches should be aware that Division II provides the most championship opportunities among the divisions with a 7.54-1 ratio (NCAA, 2016c). The opportunities to compete at a championship level may be used to recruit student athletes. These athletes may have a chance to compete earlier in their career, and they have a greater probability to compete at a championship level. Other influential factors in order of importance were the head coach and coaching staff, athletic scholarship, degree programs offered, and athletic team atmosphere. The distinctive findings of this study presented both insight and contrast to previous research. Interestingly, the findings from this study do not coincide with the general balance of athletic and academic factors found in earlier studies by Kankey and Quarterman (2007) . Four of the top five factors were directly related to athletics, while only one was related to academics. Not surprisingly, the results of this study suggest that Division II elite athletes also viewed athletic factors as the prominent in their ultimate college choice. Furthermore, these findings indicate that it may be important for the coaching staff to be aware of the importance of their interactions with studentathletes during the recruiting process, and the recruit's interactions with current athletes as they attempt to gage the team atmosphere. , the opportunity to compete, and head coach and coaching staff were the top three influential factors. It may be concluded that at the Division II level, the importance of athletic competition has never been greater. Elite athletes have the predetermined notion to choose an institution that will fulfill their athletic goals and expectations. Additionally, because the success of an athlete is often measured and recognized by the role of the coach, intercollegiate coaches leave a lasting impression on prospective student-athletes. This suggests that the college choice decision heavily relies on whether or not the athlete is able to envision him or herself having a comfortable and positive relationship with the coach.
Furthermore, the results of this study indicated that males and females matched four of the top five influencing factors but in a slightly different order of importance. Additionally, males and females displayed a significant difference among 11 college choice factors. Females placed a greater emphasis on all 11 of the factors when compared to males. Specifically, females were slightly more focused on academic factors. These results paralleled both the findings of Gabert et al. (1999) and Goss et al. (2006) , who found that academic factors had a greater influence for female student-athletes. Coaches of female track and field teams may want to involve academic components as they are recruiting student-athletes. Pauline (2012) , suggests that the "coaching staff should identify the desired major or academic area of interest of their potential student-athletes. They should arrange for the students to meet with faculty from this area during the recruiting visit, sit in on classes, tour the academic facilities, gather information about the academic requirements for the major, and career opportunities upon graduation."
Based on our findings in this study, coaches of NCAA Division II elite track and field athletes should review the academic strengths of their institution such as degree programs offered but ought to emphasize the athletic resources available to their athletes. They must recognize track and field athletes want to know what opportunities they will have to compete as an elite athlete on their team. In addition, coaches must recognize that their coaching style and personality have a great impact on college choice of elite track and field athletes. Therefore, every attempt should be made to build rapport and recruit athletes who fit with and accept the coaching staff's personality and style. Coaches should be aware of the diverse factors influencing a student-athlete's college selection as well as attempt to maximize financial aid support as best they can to match a recruit's expressed interests. These factors should be incorporated into the coaching staffs overall recruiting strategy.
This investigation has increased the understanding of factors influencing the college choice of NCAA Division II elite track and field athletes across the United States. Based on the results of this study, the opportunity to compete and the head coach and coaching staff had the greatest influence on elite track and field male and female athletes when deciding what university to attend. Other top influential factors included athletic scholarship, degree programs offered, and athletic team atmosphere, and history of athletic program. Of these factors, five were directly related to athletics while only one was related to academics. For those individuals (i.e., head coaches, assistant coaches, and administrators) involved with the recruitment of NCAA Division II elite track and field athletes being aware of such factors will help them to be more successful in the recruitment process. While recruiting efforts are commonly targeted with a balance between academic and athletic factors, the athletic dynamic needs a greater emphasis to recruit and retain elite track and field athletes at the Division II level. If recruiters are able to update and refine their recruiting methods to better accommodate the athletic interests of elite athletes, Division II institutions can distinguish themselves from Division I and effectively promote themselves to target top athletes.
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
A limitation of this investigation was that it only examined track and field athletes at NCAA Division II institutions. Despite the limitations, this investigation provides some useful findings and recommendations for future investigations. The first recommendation is that more qualitative studies are needed to uncover influential factors related to the college selection process that are not completely addressed by the current survey or previous survey research. Future investigations could also examine prospective student-athletes during the second phase of Hossler and Gallagher's (1987) college selection process when they are involved in the recruiting and decision process, rather than after they have chosen an institution. Lastly, studies analyzing the impact of involving academicrelated activities during the recruiting process and campus visits is another area where for future studies are needed.
